The Relationship between Allostatic Load and Psychosocial Characteristics among Women Veterans.
Allostatic load (AL) is a novel perspective for examining the damaging effects of stress on health and disease. Women veterans represent an understudied yet vulnerable subgroup of women with increased reports of traumatic stressors across their lifespan. AL has not been examined in this group. This study hypothesized that reports of sexual assault in childhood, civilian life, or in the military by women veterans was associated with AL and selected psychosocial measures. We also hypothesized that AL scores are positively associated with psychosocial characteristics. Using a cross-sectional design, psychosocial and physiological data were obtained from women veterans (n = 81; 24-70 years old). The AL score was 3.03 ± 2.36 and positively associated with age (p = .001). There was a trend for higher pain scores for women with an AL score of 2 or greater compared with those with an AL score of less than 2. There were significant differences in the Somatic Subscale of the Center for Epidemiological Depression Scale among the sexual assault categories with increasing scores among women reporting sexual assault in childhood, military, and civilian life (p = .049). The scores of the Profile of Mood States Depression/Dejection Subscale (p = .015), the Post-Traumatic Checklist- Military (p = .002), and the Pain Outcome Questionnaire (p = .001) were associated with sexual assault categories in a dose-response fashion. AL was associated positively with age, and sexual assault categories were associated with increased somatization, depressed mood, posttraumatic symptoms and pain. Assessing both AL and sexual trauma are critical for preventing and managing the subsequent negative health consequences among women veterans.